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Reading in the middle

Spring 2017, Issue 1

We hope you’ll enjoy
our final publication
of Reading in the
Middle!

A note from the editor, Dr. Nance S. Wilson
In this final issue of
Reading in the Middle, you
can find strong articles to
support online research and
comprehension in the
content areas. The article
by Dr. Jennifer Van Allen
supports literacy teachers in
meeting the common core
standards by supporting
students as they engage in
Internet research. This
article is supported by
research and links to
support all teachers. The
digital theme is continued
by Shalander Samuels as she
presents her experiences
with the Springboard
curriculum. This article
provides insight into the
curriculum as well as
implications for practical
applications and teacher

professional development.
Lorna Kesner shares the
FASTT model and how it’s
implementation using
technology helps teachers to
meet state standards while
noting that all of the
integration of digital literacy is
not complete without
considering the perceptions of
classroom teachers. To close,
Adam Ulenski shares his
experience as an elementary
reading coach in guiding
teachers to implement
technology into the classroom.

Reading in the Middle. Over the
last few years this newsletter
has served the middle level
literacy community with
research based articles, book
lists, and teaching tips. The
newsletter began as a print
item mailed out to members
and presented at the Annual
International “Reading”
Association conference, and in
recent years the newsletter
moved on-line. It has been
shared through our website
http://middleschoolreadingsig
ira.weebly.com/

It is appropriate that
our final issue is focused on
digital literacies, as the
changes in how we receive
information about teaching
and learning are at the heart of
why this is the last issue of

Thank you all for your
support for the Reading in the
Middle, the newsletter of the
Middle School Reading Special
Interest Group of ILA.
~Dr. Nance S. Wilson
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Jennifer Van Allen
How to Support Online Research
and Comprehension in the Content
Areas
Abstract
College and career readiness requires our students to
use new technologies to locate information, critically
evaluate and analyze that information, collaborate and
connect with others, produce and share information,
and achieve personal, professional, and academic goals.
The purpose of this paper is to describe online research
and comprehension skills of successful Internet readers
and make two practical recommendations, using a
social studies and mathematics context, for
incorporating these skills in the content areas. Content
area teachers can help students create a word bank to
identify relevant discipline specific information and use
a think aloud process consisting of modeling, guided
practice, and reflection to model thinking through
online sources.
Key Points
• Students lack the skills to fully research,
comprehend, evaluate, analyze, synthesize, and
interpret content area information online
• Readers use similar reading strategies when
reading unbounded online texts, as when
reading bounded offline, traditional texts
• Middle school teaching and learning requires
advanced discipline-specific literacy knowledge
and skills
• Content area teachers can improve students’
online research and comprehension skills by
helping them come up with a word bank to
identify relevant discipline-specific information
• A think aloud process can be utilized to aid
teachers in teaching students discipline-specific
online reading comprehension skills consisting
of modeling, guided practice, and reflection
How to Support Online Research and
Comprehension in the Content Areas
Digital literacy education is at the forefront of
conversation nationally, locally, and professionally.

Many recognize that college and career readiness
requires our students to use new technologies to locate
information, critically evaluate and analyze that
information, collaborate and connect with others,
produce and share information, and achieve personal,
professional, and academic goals. In his presidential
address, the most recent former president of the
National Council of Teachers of English, Ernest Morrell
(2015) states “Educators who are bringing tomorrow’s
English to life in classrooms today are engaging the
media. They are not only creating more critical
consumers of the media, but they are helping young
people become critical producers of the media” (p.
315). Through this statement, he emphasizes the
importance of guiding students to become critical
consumers and creators of a variety of media formats,
including digital formats (Morrell, 2015).
Digital literacy remains a hot topic in
professional and political discussions. But, is a change
in instruction occurring in middle school classrooms?
As a literacy coach in a large school district in the
southeastern United States, I would reply “no,” based
on my personal experiences and conversations with
fellow literacy coaches in other schools. Given the
wide access schools have to the Internet today, I believe
the Internet is an underutilized resource in our middle
school classrooms. I agree that students can easily use
the Internet to search for lyrics to their favorite songs
or find out the latest news in pop culture. However,
these same students lack the skills to fully research,
comprehend, evaluate, analyze, synthesize, and
interpret content area information online. A recent
study conducted by Leu et al. (2014) examined the
online research and comprehension skills of seventh
grade students and found that only 50% of the students
from economically advantaged backgrounds were able
to successfully complete the task compared to 21% of
students from disadvantaged backgrounds. My
experiences in schools lead to me believe that students
are lacking these skills because they are not receiving
sufficient instruction in online research and
comprehension skills. Instructional changes will not
occur if online research and comprehension skills are
not fully understood by middle school teachers.
Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to describe
online research and comprehension skills of successful
Internet readers and make two practical
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recommendations for incorporating these skills in the
content areas.
Online Research and Comprehension Strategies
and Processes
Readers use similar reading strategies when
reading unbounded online texts, such as websites,
audio, video, hyperlinks, and images, as when reading
bounded offline, traditional texts, such as books,
textbooks, and newspapers (Coiro, 2007). For
example, all readers must rely on general word
recognition strategies to identify known and unknown
words in text. Online research and comprehension
skills build on traditional reading strategies typically
activated when reading informational texts (i.e.,
activating prior knowledge, making inferences, and
self-regulation of reading processes). Yet, online
research extends the application of these reading
strategies in many ways. For example, when activating
prior knowledge, students must have “prior knowledge
of the topic, prior knowledge of printed information
text structures, prior knowledge of informational
website structures, and prior knowledge of Web-based

search engines” (Coiro & Dobler, 2007, p. 229). In
addition, students must infer what online sources will
hold through search engine results and self-regulate
their search for information to keep their attention
focused on the search topic (without getting distracted
by advertisements or lost in hyperlinks) (Coiro &
Dobler, 2007). Table 1 provides a summary
comparison of these reading comprehension strategies.
Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, Castek, and Henry (2013)
have identified five processing strategies that include
the skills, knowledge, and dispositions necessary for
online research and comprehension: “read to identify
important questions, read to locate information, read to
evaluate information critically, read to synthesize
information, and read to communicate information” (p.
1164). Since most Internet reading is conducted to
solve a problem or answer a question, readers must
begin with a driving question that represents their
current understanding of the topic. Next, readers must
generate related key words or phrases, identify
websites that may include valuable information in
search engine results, and efficiently scan a website’s

Table 1: Comparison of Reading Comprehension Strategies of Traditional Texts and Internet
Texts

Reading Strategies
Activating Prior Knowledge

Traditional Texts
Recall experiences and
information related to topic

Internet Texts

Additional knowledge of
website structures and search
engines is needed
Inferential Reasoning
Read between the lines using
Make forward inferences;
literal matching skills,
Manage multilayered reading
structural cues, and context
processes across three
clues
dimensional Internet spaces
Self-Regulate Reading
Self-monitor and apply fix-up Additional rapid-information
Processes
strategies when
seeking strategies across
comprehension breaks down.
multiple texts and
incorporation of cognitive
comprehension strategies with
physical reading actions is
needed
Adapted from Coiro, J., & Dobler, E. (2007). Exploring the online reading comprehension
strategies used by sixth-grade skills reading to search for and locate information on the Internet.
Reading Research Quarterly, 42(2), 214-257. doi: 10.1598/RRQ.42.2.2
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information for relevant facts or information. As a
reader processes the information found within a
website or across multiple webpages and sources, he or
she must evaluate the information for bias, accuracy,
and reliability and then synthesize the information to
form a general understanding of the problem or answer
to the question. Teachers must teach students what
bias, accuracy, and reliability mean and how to identify
each, especially within the context of their disciplinespecific narrative or expository texts. Finally, readers
often communicate new information to peers or others
through email, blogs or wikis. All of these processes
happen quickly, often, and simultaneously making
online research and comprehension a complex activity
(Leu et al., 2013).
Implications for Practice
A frequent concern of middle school content
area teachers is that many students are coming to them
unprepared to read and comprehend the texts in their
specific discipline. Middle school teaching and learning
requires advanced literacy knowledge and skills specific
to each discipline (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).
Disciplinary literacy is comprised of the “cognitive
literacy processes used to make meaning, the cultural
tools, . . . and the epistemic beliefs about knowledge
and knowledge production that constitute the
discipline” (Manderino, 2011, p.121). This view of
disciplinary literacy will frame the following
recommendations for including online research and
comprehension skills within content areas. Practical
applications, from the content areas of social studies
and mathematics, are provided in this section
demonstrating how to use some of these strategies in
daily lessons.
Teach Students Discipline-Specific Keywords
Once a reader has identified a question or
problem to solve, the next step in online research is to
locate relevant information. In order to effectively
search for information, students must be able to
identify keywords and/or phrases that will bring up
relevant search results. Each discipline has its own
specialized discourse and content area textbooks
typically have discipline-specific vocabulary.
Therefore, content area teachers can improve students’
ability to locate relevant information to their specific
content area questions by helping students identify
commonly used discipline-specific phrases and

vocabulary as keywords.

For example, disciplinary literacy in social studies
involves analysis of authors’ perspectives, arguments, and
biases as a story is woven together (Shanahan & Shanahan,
2008). In order to engage in this mental representation of a
historical event, era, or time, the reader must read across
multiple primary and secondary sources offering a variety of
perspectives. The Internet provides access to hundreds of
thousands of such sources. Numerous websites provide
access to authentic primary source materials
(http://www.archives.gov/education/,
http://www.loc.gov/, and http://primaryaccess.org/). As
such, middle school history teachers must continue the quest
to help students identify the difference between primary and
secondary source material, with the added challenge of
identifying these resources in online environments. Helping
students create a bank of keywords that can be used when
searching for primary source material will aid readers in the
recommended online reading strategy, read to locate
information. Teachers can model and encourage the usage
of keywords such as narratives, diaries, correspondence,
interviews, records, newspapers, sources, papers, and manuscripts
when using search engines to locate primary source material
on the Internet. Alternatively, a word bank to aid students
in locating secondary sources on the Internet may include
the use of keywords such as review, criticism, analysis, editorial,
encyclopedia, textbook, and commentary.
This teaching strategy may be embedded
throughout the curriculum or may be addressed in short
minilessons that guide students to research topics within the
discipline. To prepare, first the teacher must think about the
specific language patterns and vocabulary used when experts
of the discipline are explaining or discussing the topic at
hand. As another example, geography lessons on the
physical and cultural attributes of different regions, students
may hear and be expected to use terms such as physical
characteristics, population distribution, population density,
landforms, elevation, region, attribute, elevation, urbanization,
absolute location, standard of living, etc. After creating the
initial list, the teacher must consider which of these terms
and phrases would be most useful to students as they search
the Internet for information on the topic. To begin the
minilesson, the teacher should model for students how to
think about their problem or question and generate search
terms. In the geography example, a teacher might model
how to search for the answer to the question, “What are the
physical attributes of the Pacific Northwest?” When
modeling for students, the teacher should guide students in
creating and recording a word bank of keywords or phrases
students might use in their research. In this case, the word
bank may include terms such as Pacific Northwest, climate,
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elevation, landforms, etc. Finally, the teacher may release
students to create their own word bank specific to their
particular question or problem. Once students have these
terms in their toolbox and selected terms specific to the
topic they are researching, the teacher should help students
examine search term results with their keywords in mind
(note that key words searched are indicated as bold words in
search engine results) and identify relevant hyperlinks to
investigate further.
Teaching students discipline-specific search terms
will help students’ online research skills by helping them to
target specific information on the Internet. What discipline
specific language is used in your content area that may help
students more effectively engage in online research?

Model Discipline-Specific Thinking with a
Variety of Online Texts
The definition of literacy has fundamentally
changed with the introduction of the Internet. If
literacy is defined as a meaning-making activity, then
the multiple forms of media, such as audio, video,
presentations slides, and more, must be included in
instruction as students will be required to make
meaning from multiple modes of text (Leu et al.,
2013). Each discipline has its own predominant forms
of text that are frequently used to communicate ideas.
For example, scientists often rely on charts, tables, and
graphs to communicate data from experiments, which
are often interactive in online environments.
Mathematicians attend to precision when conveying
information. This includes using precise language and
vocabulary to express and justify answers. Websites
such as eHow Education
(http://www.ehow.com/education/) or Khan
Academy (www.khanacademy.org) provide
instructional videos that math teachers can use to help
students attend to precision when explaining how to
perform a mathematical operation.
Coiro (2011) has suggested a think aloud
process for teaching students online reading
comprehension skills consisting of modeling, guided
practice, and reflection. Using this model, a middle
school mathematics teacher may choose a specific eHow
Education or Khan Academy instructional video
relevant to a topic currently under study to notice how
the speaker attends to precision. Prior to teaching the
lesson, the teacher would view the video thinking the
about the precise language used by the speaker when
explaining the steps taken to solve the problem. To
effectively design the lesson, the teacher should

“anticipate what students will struggle with most as
they approach, navigate, monitor, and respond to the
online text; and offer think-aloud models of the
thinking and (viewing) strategies one would use to
scaffold their understanding in these areas” (Coiro,
2011, p. 111). He/she may begin by involving the
whole class or small group in a shared viewing
experience, thinking aloud at identified, strategic
points. Then the teacher should engage students in
guided and collaborative practice and reflection.
During reflection, the teacher’s focus should be on
helping students summarize, look deeper into their
findings, make connections, and asking further
question. In addition, this time for reflection allows
students to examine their strategy use, evaluate their
effectiveness, and generalize how these strategies may
be used in other situations.
Mathematics think aloud. An example of
a mathematics think aloud process using the
instructional video on How to Simply Expressions in Algebra
1 (https://youtu.be/xDU-IPdA-Xo) is provided in
Table 2. This discipline literacy example models how
mathematicians attend to precision using precise
language in their explanations. After several think
aloud models have been completed in viewing an
instructional video and noticing the precise language,
the teacher should provide students with opportunities
to collaboratively engage in similar tasks and reflect on
their progress. The example provided in Table 2
addresses how mathematicians can better comprehend
varied forms of online texts, in this case a video, using
the discipline specific skills.
Both of the previous examples provide handson, practical applications supporting students’ online
research or online comprehension skills within specific
content areas. Reflecting on the examples, one can
clearly see the teaching decisions made. To start, a
clear learning goal was established (locating primary
sources in the social studies example and attending to
precise language in the mathematics example) and an
instructional strategy was selected (a think aloud
process in the mathematics example). Next,
technology was integrated that made the connection
between the learning goal and discipline-specific
practice (keyword search strategies using search engines
in the social studies example and watching a
mathematician explain a procedure in the mathematics
example) using online research or online
comprehension skills.

Table 2: Mathematics Think Aloud Example on Simplifying Expressions
Video Clip

Purpose

Think Aloud

Model

I noticed that she used the word expressions.
Expressions could mean many things, but I
need to think of the precise meaning of this
term in algebra. Expressions are mathematical
phrases used to represent variables, constants,
and operations. I will keep that in mind
throughout this video clip. (0:12)

Model

The speaker explains that we will be looking at
an expression with fractions. I know that
fractions consist of a numerator and
denominator. She will likely use these precise
terms. Let’s review what they mean right now.
Either define these terms for students or enlist
their help. (0:34)

Model

Here she discusses how to simplify the
equation. I need to remember the precise
meaning of simplify as it relates to algebraic
expressions. So, I know that when I simplify
an expression I’m trying to write it in the most
efficient manner without changing the value of
the expression. Understanding the precise
meaning of simplify helps me to better
understand why she can cross out 𝑥 + 7  in both
the numerator and the denominator without
changing the value of the expression. (0:57)

Model/

Now she uses more precise language. She
states that we need to simplify 𝑥 ! − 25 by
factoring it. Let’s review this before we move
on because it is important to understanding the
next step. Can anyone remember what
factoring is and how you perform factoring?
Elicit student responses and provide feedback.
Let’s try to predict her next step since we now
that is is going to factor 𝑥 ! − 25. Guide
students in predicting/performing the next step.
Once a prediction has been made, continue the
video. (1:11)

Guided Practice

Guided Practice

At the conclusion of this video, the speaker
uses another term that we have discussed
before, polynomial. It’s important to examine
how a polynomial is similar to and different
from an expression. Any ideas? Facilitate
student discussion. Then discuss why the
speaker may have chosen to end the video with
this precise language. After discussion, replay
the video having students identify the precise
language. (1:47)

Guided Practice

After discussion with the class, replay the
video having students identify the precise
language and reflecting on the reasons for
using this language in the mathematics video.
(0:02) [Screenshots of eHow Education video
How to Simply Expressions in Algebra 1
retrieved from https://youtu.be/xDU-IPdA-Xo
reproduced with permission of the publisher.]
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Challenges and Unanswered Questions
Clearly, more research is needed to address unanswered questions about instructional practices that best
support online research and comprehension, specifically with regards to varying disciplines and forms of text. What
type of support do students need to develop online research and comprehension skills within different disciplines?
What are the overarching strategies that occur across disciplines? How are different forms of text supportive or
challenging to different disciplines? Additionally, teachers will face many challenges as they navigate through these
uncharted waters. First of all, technology breaks. Schools must provide teachers with the support and training they
need to troubleshoot when technology fails. In addition, teachers must be quick to modify lessons when the Internet
connection goes down or the light bulb goes out in the projector. These are the realities and questions that teachers
face daily.
However, one fact remains. In order to equip our students with the digital literacy skills they need to succeed
in college and careers, teachers must incorporate instruction in online research and comprehension skills into daily
lessons across content areas. The rewards to students are great as they learn the necessary skills to effectively find,
evaluate, and communicate in global online environments.
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